In 1932, Henry Sigerist (1891--1957) took up the position of chair and head of the brand new Institute for the History of Medicine at Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore. The University's medical school glittered with past and present clinicians -- William Osler, Harvey Cushing -- and Sigerist and his circle were to bring to Maryland equal lustre to their chosen subject. To this day in the United States Sigerist's name illuminates the study of the history of medicine and, to a lesser degree, this is true of Britain, other English-speaking countries, then Germany, and finally anywhere where the discipline has practitioners. This may seem an unnecessary prologue to a review in a specialist journal but, conceivably, new readers and students on the margins may not have encountered his presence. The concerns of Sigerist and his cohort still reverberate: ambivalence towards doctors; within which faculty should history of medicine be sited in a university?; is the subject humanities or social science?; what is its relationship to the history of science? Sigerist was a prolific letter-writer and recipient of mail from all over the world. The present volume reveals but one part of that postbag. His correspondence contains not only quotidian concerns, but also shows the deep structures being put in place as a discipline was shaped. The letters to the pathologist William Welch, the neurosurgeon Harvey Cushing, and the military officer and librarian Fielding H. Garrison are, for the most part, centred on organisational matters -- Sigerist taking up the Hopkins chair, conference arranging -- and rarely revealing much of contemporary events, although in 1932 Cushing presciently observed, the 'whole Orient seems to have gone mad, and the Hawaiian Islands are near enough to feel the general uneasiness' (p. 53). There is barely anything by way of tittle-tattle, indeed the formality of tone is striking -- no first names, 'Dear Sigerist', Cushing writes after Sigerist had stayed at the surgeon's home 'I sincerely hope that both Mrs Cushing and I will have an opportunity to meet \[Mrs Sigerist\]' (p. 53).

On the other hand, the letters to and from Erwin Ackerknecht are eventually (especially on the latter's side) personal and richly revelatory of the medical historical culture of the 1940s and 50s. Ackerknecht was born in Szczecin -- then in Germany, now in Poland -- in 1906, and was a student of Sigerist's in Leipzig where he wrote a thesis (1932). A medical doctor he studied anthropology in France and left for the United States in 1941. Forthright in opinion, a polymath, polyglot and voracious reader, Ackerknecht finally gained a position at Wisconsin, but in the 1950s took up a permanent post in Zurich. His anthropological training left an intriguing hint of the cultural relativism of the 1920s in his medical historical writing. Many of his letters to Sigerist are laments about his cultural isolation and his love of Europe.

The self-exiled and then communist Ackerknecht's first few letters (in German) are from Paris before the war. By 1939, he was increasingly desperate to escape France. After internment and various adventures, he reached Baltimore, and so letter writing ceases for three years as he and Sigerist were side-by-side. After this, the correspondence is sometimes quite spicy, although this reader longs to know what is in the protected information censored in the letters as \[XXX\]. Various lasting and ephemeral historians of medicine pop in and out: Gregory Zilboorg, Owsei Temkin, George Rosen, Victor Robinson, Richard Shryock, for example. Various German authors are identified by Ackerknecht as former Nazi sympathisers. Much light is shed on publishing medical history in these years. Apart from a slightly inconsistent and, for me at times, insufficiently informative footnoting, this volume is a most-welcome, carefully edited, searchlight on a discipline, and indeed a much wider world.
